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Effective Use of Business Consultants 
by GORDON L . MURRAY 
Partner, Executive Office 
Presented before the Financial Executives In-
stitute, San Francisco Chapter—January 1966 
AT S O M E T I M E or other most managements succumb to temptation and 
engage consultants. The motive for such a decision may be legiti-
mate, the selection may be sound, the result may be beneficial—and then 
again, they may not be. In any event, the wisdom in such decisions de-
pends on both parties understanding the characteristics of an effective 
client-consultant relationship. 
I have been both consultor and consultee: —consultor with a firm 
of management consultants and now with a firm of CPAs; consultee 
while an officer of industrial companies that used consultants. Some of 
what I have observed has been good and some not so good, but out of 
this experience has come a perspective on fundamental considerations 
that should be made both by the prospective client and by the consultant. 
But first, let's take a look at management consulting as we find it today. 
MANAGEMENT CONSULTING IN THE U.S. 
From time to time, various estimates are made on the extent and 
growth of management consulting in the U.S., but they are only esti-
mates, because no one really knows for sure. Generally, these estimates 
indicate there are roughly 2500 consulting firms employing a total of 
24 thousand or more professional staff members. These firms' fee income 
in dollars aggregates ¾ billion or so. In addition, C P A firms retain 
management advisory services staffs, the eight large firms alone having 
a total of perhaps two thousand professional staff in their management 
services departments. Finally, many individuals, perhaps six thousand 
or so, function as consultants for their own account. 
The growth in consulting in the last ten years has been substantial 
and at an increasing rate. Some well-informed persons say the total 
increase has been between 60% and 100%. I have seen estimates indi-
cating that as high as 70% of companies use consultants at one time or 
another. In any event, there is ample evidence to indicate that business 
consulting is substantial and viable and a quite significant factor in our 
economy and society. 
WHY COMPANIES GO OUTSIDE FOR ASSISTANCE 
What are some of the reasons that a company seeks outside assist-
ance? 
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One reason is that business and available methods applicable to 
business problems are becoming more and more complex. Management 
must cope with more variables and more alternatives for which prece-
dents to sound courses of action are lacking. Problems relating to the 
application of mathematical sciences and sophisticated E D P systems 
typify this category. 
Another is that executives and staff assistants already have full-time 
jobs. Matters of immediate concern take up available time, with the con-
sequence that no time can be devoted to concentrating continuously on a 
specific problem in order to achieve basic solutions. 
Another is that company personnel sometimes are not in a position 
to know what the available solutions are. They have not had to solve the 
problem before, and frequently the risk of trial-and-error experimentation 
is too great. 
Another is the existence of the one-time problem. Many problems 
are non-recurring, and it is not practicable for a company to acquire 
knowledge or to recruit its own staff to meet a problem not likely to 
recur. Moreover, the skill required to develop a solution is often quite 
different from that required to maintain or operate the function. 
Another is that many problems cannot be solved within the confines 
of a department or section because the problems are functional and cross 
organization lines. This condition poses organizational and political 
problems that may prevent people within the company from achieving 
basic solutions. 
Another is that an outsider is sometimes needed to serve as a catalyst 
for getting action. Just the fact that an outsider is aboard—and the meter 
is running—focuses attention on the problem and induces an attitude for 
undertaking action. 
Another is that company people can well have a bias on a matter 
resulting from their experience; likes and dislikes of particular people, 
politics, or fear for their position in the scheme of things may enter into 
their attitudes. Therefore, the necessary objectivity and realism are not 
always present within the company. 
Another is that a company often has defined its problem and decided 
on a course of action, but because the problem or action is faced for the 
first time or involves very significant commitments, management seeks 
confirmation of its judgment as a matter of prudence. 
The reasons cited above are probably only some of the more signi-
ficant ones causing a company to seek outside counsel. And probably the 
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reasons could be classified or expressed differently. They are all legiti-
mate, however. 
But sometimes the motive for engaging a consultant is not quite 
so legitimate. 
There is the fellow who wants to engage the consultant to apply his 
consulting on someone else. He may confide that they are having a bad 
time with material control in the plant and want help in getting it 
straightened out; that they designed this system a couple of years ago, 
the accounting portion is fine, and there is no need to look into that 
aspect. The "they" is the accounting department; the spokesman is the 
controller. What the controller is really saying is that he wants the 
production manager straightened out and doesn't really want the 
problem or his own system looked into at all. 
It is easy to decide that the other fellow needs to be consulted on. 
I remember one situation where a man returned as president to a 
company he had worked for some years before. He found that the vice 
president for purchasing was the man who had fired him from that 
company during his previous employment. This new president decided 
that the purchasing function should be thoroughly investigated and en-
gaged consultants for that purpose. 
This story had a happy ending, for the consultant, suspecting the 
underlying motive, conducted himself in a professional manner and 
gave the function a thoroughly objective evaluation. When the con-
sultant reported his findings, the president learned that a basically sound 
purchasing operation was being conducted—but under adverse circum-
stances. A problem existed, not in procurement but rather in require-
ments. Routine requisitions were frequently changed to emergency 
requirements and might subsequently be canceled—all showing that 
requisitioners lacked sound bases for determining their requirements. 
Several efforts were under way to correct the symptomatic aspects of 
the problem, but none was sufficiently broad or well sponsored to 
produce basic solutions. The president was sufficiently jolted to forget 
his personal vendetta and to send the consultant back to deal with 
requirements—which was accomplished quite satisfactorily. 
The vice president for purchasing is now enjoying his retirement, 
having survived the possible purge, but such situations do not always 
end so pleasantly. 
Sometimes there is the client who says he wants your confirmation 
on a decision, when in fact he wants your endorsement. The story goes 
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like this: "Now I don't want a big, elaborate study, but I have decided 
on a plan to present to my board next week and would like a report 
from you. . . ." In one variation of this case, the client and an E D P 
manufacturer worked for two years in developing a large-scale system, 
with broad implications concerning costs and savings figures in the 
million-dollar range. The consultant's opinion on all this was desired 
within a matter of days. One-day, one-week, one-month, one-year 
opinions—all are possible, and the consultant's conclusions may be so 
qualified, but, please, not million-dollar opinions on two years' work 
after a few days' review! 
Another variation is the position taken by a client president for 
whom the consultant had agreed, in a discussion with the client and his 
staff, to review controls over their far-flung, coast-to-coast operations, 
headquartered in Chicago. Returning to his office, the consultant re-
ceived a telephone call from the president inviting him to a private 
conference at his club. The gist of the conversation was that the presi-
dent's wife preferred to live in San Francisco; that during the course 
of the study he hoped the consultant might discover that the best site 
for company headquarters to be was San Francisco; and that the con-
sultant would be able to develop reasons for that conclusion. The 
consultant said "we would see" and never again brought it up—and 
neither did the president, after seeing the consultant's reaction to his 
request. The headquarters are now in Los Angeles, which only serves 
him right. 
Incredible as it might seem, some companies just like to have 
consultants around. 
Some years ago a consultant was engaged to make a study in a 
company whose general problem related to processing quotations and 
orders and to scheduling production and shipments. This business 
received few but quite large orders. Their method of operation consisted 
of receiving requests for quotations, sending to plants for costs, pre-
paring quotation letters, receiving orders, dispatching orders to plants, 
producing, and shipping. Their sales office and president's office were 
in Chicago because the president had always lived in Chicago; their 
general office was in Louisville by reason of an acquisition; the office 
of the vice president of production was in New York (he was a 
bachelor and a son of the president, liked sports, the theatre, etc.); 
the office of the vice president of sales was in Boston (he also was a 
son of the president and his wife was a Bostonian). 
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Yet all these executives were concerned with processing and 
approving orders. No wonder they were having difficulty in getting 
quotes to customers and in getting orders shipped. Too often their 
competitor had filled the order before they had filed their quote. But 
no consultant was going to get them to consolidate the offices in a single 
location and correct an impossible communications problem! 
In spite of this attitude, the consultant discovered that for years 
they had had a succession of consultants almost continuously. One had 
put in a McBee system; one had put in a punched card system; one 
wrote a report and did not put in any system at all; one suggested 
consolidating certain functions, and was fired. 
But the fact was that the president thoroughly enjoyed this problem 
and the various consultants he had had, and he loved to recite anecdotes 
about this one and that one and the sparring around that had gone on 
over the years. 
Perhaps this is sufficient comment on why companies engage con-
sultants. The point is that there are reasons that are legitimate and 
reasons that are not. But a successful client-consultant relationship 
depends on the client's having a proper and constructive purpose and 
on the consultant's exercising his responsibility to establish this as a fact 
before the relationship goes very far. 
SELECTION OF THE CONSULTANT 
Suppose you have what you consider a legitimate reason for bring-
ing in a consultant. How is the selection to be made? 
A Financial Executives Research Foundation study entitled Effec-
tive Use of Business Consultants, published in 1963, provides guide-
lines for selection, and there are other articles and publications on this 
subject that are helpful. But, really, all come down to the fact that 
selection is a matter of judgment and common sense. 
In selecting a doctor or lawyer, you have the comfort of knowing 
that the practitioner is subject to professional rules of conduct, to the 
pressures of his associates, and to consequences even more serious that 
could lead to expulsion from the profession and loss of means of liveli-
hood should his performance be irresponsible. 
In selecting a firm of CPAs for consulting work, this same com-
fort exists, because the C P A must conduct his practice in all areas— 
auditing, accounting, taxes, and management advisory services—under 
the rules of professional conduct of the American Institute of Certified 
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Public Accountants and of his state society of CPAs. Further, the 
client knows that his C P A firm has a built-in incentive to produce 
satisfaction, because no C P A is going to risk the annuity of an annual 
audit fee for a one-time consulting engagement. 
In selecting a firm of management consultants, the client should 
know that of the 2500 or so such firms in existence, some forty or so 
are members of the Association of Consulting Management Engineers, 
Inc. ( A C M E ) , which association imposes standards of admission and 
rules of conduct on its members and does it conscientiously. A C M E 
will furnish a list of members, its rules of conduct, and other informa-
tion to those seeking consulting assistance. 
Two other associations of smaller firms and individual consultants 
are active, but I do not have specific information concerning them. 
This does not mean that the consulting firms and individuals outside 
the A I C P A and A C M E are not as competent and reliable as those 
holding such membership, but it is in the unorganized ranks that the 
problem of selection is most acute. As in any activity of the size 
and scope of management consulting, the participants are going to 
represent varying degrees of competence and morality. There is 
nothing to prevent anyone, so inclined, from hanging out his shingle 
and practicing as a consultant. Those who select consultants seek evi-
dence of the consultant's repute. Although this is often difficult to 
come by, some of the evidence is perfectly obvious. How some indi-
viduals or groups continue to operate and thrive while conducting an 
obviously unprofessional operation is incomprehensible. 
One wave of activity prevalent over the last few years is repre-
sented by cost-reducing specialists. Cost reduction is very appealing, 
especially to the head man in a company. This type of specialist walks 
through, makes a head count, comes up with a savings figure, and quotes 
a fee based on a percentage of guaranteed savings. He may offer some 
short-interval scheduling techniques but no systems work and no means 
for control in the future. He simply reduces the head count. One case of 
such a specialist, written up in a national publication, concerned the 
city room of a prominent newspaper. Readings of activity at intervals 
indicated certain conclusions in regard to the number of reporters needed, 
and a substantial reduction was made. The newspaper's ability to 
cover the news was seriously curtailed, as the consultant obviously 
provided no means to establish control of the incidence of murder, fires, 
and other news events, which markedly do not occur according to a 
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regular pattern or by scheduling. Yet such consulting activity goes 
on and on. 
I continually see communications sent to companies or learn of 
"cold calls" by consultants that offer complete definition and solution 
of all the problems of a business or some aspect of it. The offers may 
be based on pre-established fees related to a business' gross sales or 
other criteria and guarantee direct pay-back through benefits within pre-
determined periods of time, yet there has been no survey, no familiariza-
tion with company operations—merely a promise to solve an indetermi-
nate problem for a predetermined fee, to be recovered in a pre-specified 
period of time. 
There really isn't much excuse for getting mixed up with such 
outfits as these, yet it happens every day. Even large companies with 
supposedly sophisticated managements sometimes get taken in. 
There is one other point I should like to make regarding selection 
of the consultant. The organization seeking outside consultants should 
carefully assess the reasonableness and validity of what it is looking 
for before proceeding. What I am getting at is this: 
Some companies approach a consultant by demanding to know if 
he has ever solved their specific problem in a company identical with 
theirs. "Have you ever designed a standard cost system for a paint 
manufacturer with two plants, $3,000,000 sales, and specializing in red 
paint—no blue or green but red?" Or, "Have you ever solved our 
E D P problem for a bank like ours in a five-story building on the 
southwest corner of the main intersection in a town with 105,000 pop-
ulation?" Obviously, I am exaggerating to prove a point—but this is 
not so exaggerated as you might think. 
Another approach is to ask the consultant, "Do you have a sys-
tem for . . . ?" 
Specific prior experience may be helpful or it may not. The con-
sultant who knows too much about the industry may bring nothing 
fresh and may be subject to all the inhibitions to innovation that plague 
the client. If he has a canned solution, it may fit, but probably won't. In 
any event, it does not bring a better solution than others already have. 
No two problems are identical; no two solutions are exactly the 
same; no two environments coincide exactly, if for no other reason than 
that each client's people are different. 
It behooves the client to decide whether he wants to buy a ready-
made solution to what looks like his problem, or whether he wants a 
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solution tailor-made to his specifications. But I must say that ready-to-
wear is not good consulting merchandise. 
I am not saying that knowledge of an industry or experience in the 
characteristics of a particular problem is not really useful, but rather 
that lack of an impressive set of such credentials is no absolute criterion 
in selecting the consultant. Too rigid a view on this point indicates a 
misunderstanding of what the professional consultant really does. He 
does not carry around a set of solutions looking for a problem to which 
they can be fitted. After all, information on common solutions to most 
business problems is generally available in the literature. The consultant 
most certainly adds knowledge of what has been done by others, but 
more important, he knows how to approach a problem: what facts are 
relevant—what are not; what is important—and what is not. He knows 
how to define the problem to put it into perspective. He knows where 
to find alternatives and how to weigh them by analysis. He knows how 
to program for a solution, to package and present conclusions, and to 
program for implementation. He knows how to get people into a frame 
of mind to act. You are better off to examine the consultant's attributes 
on these factors than to rely too heavily on specific experience or a 
canned solution. The true consulting attributes are, of course, the more 
difficult to assess, and a good degree of mutual trust and some degree 
of risk are inherent in every client-consultant relationship. 
SELECTION OF THE CLIENT 
Having considered some aspects of the client's selecting the con-
sultant, let's look at the other side—the consultant's selection of his 
client. Perhaps you have never thought about the matter from that 
point of view. 
The consultant applying a professional approach in his practice 
does not undertake every engagement offered. He doesn't necessarily 
turn them down, but if the characteristics of the situation are not right, 
he just never lets discussions get to that point. He has a responsibility 
—and a real interest—in assessing the opportunity for a successful 
engagement. 
In a successful engagement the client benefits. But the client bene-
fits only when he takes effective action directed toward a real problem. 
The benefit is measured not alone by the quality of analysis, the problem 
definition, the solution, presentation, or report. The pertinent question 
is: Did he achieve a beneficial result? 
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The formula for assessing the opportunity for success consists of 
a series of questions the consultant should ask himself: 
• Does the client have a real problem, one of substance? 
• Are we to work with the client on the real problem and not a 
symptomatic problem? 
• Does the client—and this means the people affected, not just the 
executive who engages you—recognize that he has a problem, and 
what it is? 
• Does the client need outside help? 
• Are we qualified? 
• Is the climate such that the client will act on a sound recom-
mendation directed to the real problem once it is developed? 
Is the people situation right? 
The consultant's proper reaction to the offer of employment is not 
to say "How high?" when the client asks him to jump but, rather, to 
assess carefully whether jumping is the proper course of action at all. 
This is why many consulting engagements start with a survey. In so 
doing, they provide a basis for a meeting of minds and allow the con-
sultant to assess the opportunity for success. This procedure is, I be-
lieve, perfectly proper and in both parties' interests. 
Most reading matter on the subject of engaging a consultant ad-
monishes the client to define his problem carefully as a prerequisite to 
making the selection. Is this advice really valid? Definition of any 
problem is half the solution, it has been said; so I should think the 
consultant could make a substantial contribution. 
Unless the nature and the scope of the problem areas are obvious, 
it is perfectly proper for the consultant to say: "Let us spend a little 
time—and money—and take a look." Then we can come back and say, 
"Here it is as we see it; here is what should be done to find a solution— 
a program; here is what you do—this is what we do; it will take about 
so much time, and the fee will be approximately in such and such a 
range." 
This approach permits the client to assess the consultant without 
a substantial commitment and the consultant to assess the client with 
regard to the opportunity for success. 
HOW TO GET THE BEST RESULTS 
How do you get the best results from a consultant? 
Going beyond the obvious matters of a clear meeting of the minds 
on scope, time, fees, and the other preliminaries, and assuming that the 
BUSINESS CONSULTANTS 421 
consultant is competent, what can be done to maximize the opportunity 
and minimize the risk? 
The primary point to be made here is that there must be an under-
standing and acceptance of responsibility by both the consultor and the 
consultee regarding their respective roles. 
The consultant must do more than find facts, analyze, define prob-
lems, develop solutions, and submit a report, although this is the easiest 
method of operation and is what some consultants do. 
The client must do more than furnish information, wait for the 
report, and accept or reject the findings. 
If benefit to a client depends on effective action taken on a sub-
stantive problem, the benefit is most likely to come about through joint 
participation in the work. Unless this is so, at conclusion of the work 
the consultant's people are smarter and the consultee's people remain 
in the dark or fail to accept the result. 
Through participation, the client's people— 
• Bring knowledge of the company's operation 
• Gain experience in problem definition and solution 
• Contribute to the solution 
• Understand the basis for the course of action to 
be taken 
• Accept the solution 
• Continue in the company, fully qualified to maintain 
the solution and improve it 
This point is so fundamental, yet so often ignored. 
The client who says, "How is my problem; you have at it" is not 
discharging his responsibility. The consultant who does not insist on 
an appropriate degree of client participation is not accepting his pro-
fessional obligation. Unless the client attaches enough significance to 
a matter to provide participation, the consultant should not accept such 
an unreasonable degree of responsibility for the result. 
If the client is not prepared to put the necessary talent against the 
problem; if he says that no one can be spared, or that this is why he 
is bringing the consultant in, the client is expecting the consultant to 
do something he cannot do: take effective action to accomplish a result. 
Only management can approve. Only the client's people can take 
the action to implement a solution. Only the client's organization can 
carry improvement on into the future. 
A n understanding and acceptance of this fundamental point—client 
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participation—would do more to improve the level of satisfaction by 
both consultants and clients than any other action I know of. 
Surveys that attempt to measure client satisfaction with consulting 
services are frequently reported. A l l such reports that I have seen show 
a majority of respondents reporting their experience with consultants 
to have been profitable and satisfactory, with a smaller proportion re-
porting reservations or holding an opinion that the experience was of 
no value whatsoever. I suspect that the majority reporting favorably 
were consulted with—and that the others were consulted on. 
Certainly, the general level of performance of consulting work 
throughout the country is far from perfect. But its very existence 
evidences a social need, and its growth evidences considerable success 
in meeting that need. As Madison Avenue says in some of its adver-
tising, "We must be doing something right." 
